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The origins of the ‘two cultures’ debate in the adult education
movement: the case of the Working Men’s College (c.1854–1914)1
Marcella Pellegrino Sutcliffe*
5Clare Hall, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK
(Received 30 January 2013; ﬁnal version received 5 September 2013)
Focusing on the Working Men’s College (WMC), this study charts the
chequered fortunes of a Victorian project: providing workers with a ‘liberal
education’. The paper analyses the project’s aim (making ‘better citizens’), its
10disciplinary content (the humanities and/or the sciences) and its challenges (the
increasing prestige of vocational studies). It argues that, in an increasingly
professionalised society, a ‘liberal education’ for workers became contentious
ground. As the role of the sciences within a ‘liberal education’ diminished, and
the provision of practical skills took precedence in the local-authority-funded
15courses, Victorian workers’ opportunities for education became polarised
between ‘useful’ sciences and ‘proﬁtless’ humanities. With natural scientists
losing the intellectual independence of their discipline to technicians, the WMC
Edwardian educators chose to side unequivocally with the humanities. The paper
contends that it was in the Edwardian context of the adult education movement
20that the ‘two cultures’ debate ﬁrst emerged in Britain.
Keywords: adult education; Victorian; citizenship; culture; science
Introduction
The Working Men’s College (WMC) opened its doors in London, in Red Lion
Square, in 1854: its aim was to provide male workers with a ‘liberal education’,
25a privilege that until then had only been enjoyed by the elites. What traditional
university men understood by ‘liberal education’ was a classical education: the
priority given to classical studies was reﬂected in the school curriculum devised
for privileged young boys frequenting long-established boarding schools. In the
mid-nineteenth century, however, the very meaning of a ‘liberal education’
30would come under scrutiny. After the bitter attacks on compulsory religious tests
at matriculation, which in 1854 initiated the Oxford and Cambridge reform
movement, the classicist tradition of a ‘liberal education’ could not go unchal-
lenged. Indeed, as religion became a matter of personal choice, rather than a
necessary condition for entering the old universities, the pressure on introducing
AQ1
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5 the ‘sciences’ as a subject of study mounted.2 A ‘liberal education’ would now
be deﬁned as the moral pursuit of truth by any discipline, in so far as its pur-
pose was non-utilitarian.3 Meanwhile, from 1871 new disciplines were integrated
within the curriculum of public schools, so that both the ‘sciences’ and the
‘humanities’ came to be recognised as the complementary components necessary
10 for the education of a gentleman.4
By concentrating on the ‘liberal education’ of working men, rather than that of
the elites, this study focuses on how the debates around the purpose of education for
working men were constructed, from the Whig and radical ideals of the early nine-
teenth century to the educational policy advanced by the WMC. The article
15 addresses three main points. First, it explores the WMC founders’ understanding of
the purpose of a ‘liberal education’ for workers in relation to the language of
‘citizenship’ which the college employed: this includes analysing the idiosyncratic
rhetoric of ‘citizenship’ of the college founders and the practices which the WMC
adopted between 1854 and the First World War in order to provide workers with a
20 ‘liberal education’.5 The later points that the article addresses concern the place that
the sciences were ascribed in the context of workers’ education. The article
highlights how the late-Victorian ideal of integrating the sciences into the curriculum
as part of the working man’s liberal education became jeopardised by increasing
government and industrial conceptions equating workers’ scientiﬁc education with
25 practical, technological and ‘useful’ applications. Finally, the article demonstrates
how, in the decade leading to the First World War, as natural scientists were stripped
of the authority to shape civic culture and vocational studies acquired increasing
prestige, the WMC’s commitment to providing workers with a liberal education led
it to abandon the pursuit of a scientiﬁc education for workers. Indeed, as the human-
30 ities emerged as the only route to acquire a liberal education, the post-Victorian edu-
cators at the WMC chose to return to championing the Arnoldian, classical tradition.
The early signs of the polarisation of the ‘two cultures’ controversy, this study con-
tends, may therefore be found within the debates which surrounded the education of
the Edwardian working man. In the light of recent revisionist studies, which have
35 raised doubts about the validity of placing the origin of the ‘two cultures’ contro-
versy within the Victorian debate between Matthew Arnold and T.H. Huxley, this
article takes a closer look at the Edwardian context, placing the tensions which then
emerged around the best education for workers at the root of the ‘two cultures’
controversy.
40 Since Altick’s pioneering study on ‘common readers’, much valuable work on
the intellectual life of the British working class has been carried out by social and
2Christopher Harvie, The Lights of Liberalism: University Liberals and the Challenge of
Democracy 1860–86 (London, Allen Lane, 1976), 75; Robert Anderson, ‘Education, Class
and Culture’, in Martin Hewitt, The Victorian World (London and New York: Routledge,
2012), 486.
3R. White, ‘The Anatomy of a Victorian Debate: An Essay in the History of Liberal
Education’, British Journal of Educational Studies 34 (1986): 38–65.
4Theodore M. Porter, ‘Introduction: Historicizing the Two Cultures’ and Paul White,
‘Ministers of Culture: Arnold, Huxley and Liberal Anglican Reform of Learning’, History of
Science 43, no. 2 (2005): 109–38.
5The First World War may appear to be an obvious watershed, but it is a signiﬁcant one
because the work of the WMC in this latter period has often been obscured by the establish-
ment of the WEA in 1903.
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cultural historians, most recently by Jonathan Rose.6 Richard Price, Steven Shapin
and Peter Bailey analysed educational institutions set up by middle-class social
reformers, highlighting the relationship between power, class and social control exer-
5cised within these organisations.7 The case of the WMC, however, has not been
fully investigated. J.F.C. Harrison’s institutional history, written in 1954, was fol-
lowed by an article by June Purvis, concentrating on the most conservative aspects
of the educational experience of the college: gender exclusion.8 Conversely, Kristin
Mahoney, focusing on Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s artistic activity as a teacher at the
10WMC, somewhat surprisingly referred to the college as a ‘socialist institution’.9 A
recent chapter in Rosemary Ashton’s Victorian Bloomsbury referred to the college as
an ‘important progressive institution’, illustrating its contribution to the cultural dis-
tinctiveness of ‘Victorian Bloomsbury’, but not investigating its educational role in
the Edwardian era.10 None of the above studies explored what was the college foun-
15ders’ understanding of a ‘liberal education’ in relation to ‘citizenship’, nor did they
consider the place occupied by the sciences in the context of a liberal education.
There is a rich historiography on the origins of the adult education movement. In
the early nineteenth century ‘useful knowledge’ was a crucial component of the
language of reform for both the middle classes and working-class autodidacts. David
20Vincent has shown that at the time under investigation the term ‘useful’ was not
framed simply in relation to material advancement.11 Indeed, as Joe Bord and
Rosemary Ashton have recently demonstrated, the inspiration for founding the aptly
named Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge – established in 1826 by the
radical Benthamite Lord Brougham – was drawn from Enlightenment ideals, not
25from the utilitarian tradition. Despite Lord Brougham’s high-minded original
aspirations, however, Whig fears of unleashing the workers’ imagination prevailed.
Both politics and ﬁction were excluded and the Society settled for an unlikely
compromise: workers would achieve moral improvement through the simple
accumulation of facts. Signiﬁcantly, by 1846 the Society had folded.12
6Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1957); Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, (London and
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001).
7Richard N. Price, ‘The Working Men’s Club Movement and Victorian Social Reform Ideol-
ogy’, Victorian Studies 15, no. 2 (1971): 117–47; Steven Shapin and Barry Barnes, ‘Science,
Nature and Control: Interpreting Mechanics’ Institutes’, Social Studies of Science 7 (1977):
31–74; Peter Bailey, Leisure and Class in Victorian England: Rational Recreation and the
Contest for Control 1830–1885 (London: Routledge & Kegan, 1978).
8J.F.C. Harrison, A History of the Working Men’s College 1854–1954 (London: Routledge &
Kegan, 1954); June Purvis, ‘“Women’s life is essentially domestic, public life being conﬁned
to men” (Comte): Separate Spheres and Inequality in the Education of Working-class
Women, 1854–1900, History of Education 10, no. 4 (1981), 227–43. For a different interpre-
tation of Frederick Maurice’s role and formative inﬂuence on many ‘feminists’ see Ben Grif-
ﬁn, The Politics of Gender in Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012), 123–6.
9Kristin Mahoney, ‘Work, Lack and Longing: Rossetti’s “The Blessed Damozel” and the
Working Men’s College’, Victorian Studies 52, no. 2 (2010), 219–48, 220.
10Rosemary Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury (Yale: Yale University Press, 2012), 8. Also
Chapter 9.
11David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom: A Study of Nineteenth Century Working
Class Autobiography (London: Europa, 1981), 148.
12See Joe Bord, Science and Whig Manners: Science and Political Style in Britain ca. 1790–
1850 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury, Chapter 2.
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5 The failure of the Society only narrowly preceded that of the widespread
mechanics’ institutes, ﬁrst established by George Birkbeck in 1799. Historians
mostly agree that by 1851 mechanics’ institutes across the country had ceased their
activities.13 Once again, in Mabel Tylecote’s words, a movement which had begun
‘under radical auspices’ secured, to its own detriment, ‘much conservative support’
10 and failed to meet the working men’s needs.14 The promoters of mechanics’
institutes were members of the governing classes moved by the fear of a social and
political revolution. They believed that basic scientiﬁc knowledge for skilled indus-
trial workers would allay social agitation. The scientiﬁc lectures, however, were
poorly attended. Workers were more likely to be drawn towards politics, ﬁction or
15 theology, all of which were shunned by the promoters of the mechanics’ institutes.
By 1848 the failure of most mechanics’ institutes was already patent. With the
Chartist demonstration in April 1848 further alarming the propertied classes, the
need to engage with workers’ demands appeared increasingly urgent. Historians of
Christian Socialism have shown how the Kennington Common demonstration was
20 the catalyst for the founding of the movement. Frederick Denison Maurice, Charles
Kingsley and John Malcolm Ludlow, three of the nine future founders of the WMC,
resolved then that politics should be at the centre of the education of the working
classes. This decision would be expressed in their befriending London co-operators,
approached by Ludlow, and in laying out the educational programme of the WMC.
25 The idea that education should not simply provide vocational training
represented an important shift away from the mechanics’ institutes’ experience. The
critique of their methods and aims was inspired by John Henry Newman’s lectures,
held in 1852. In his Discourses Newman lambasted the utilitarian school of the
mechanics’ institutes, which left the minds untouched, and promoted, instead, a
30 ‘liberal’ education, understood as being ‘disinterested’. Leaning towards the deduc-
tive methods, Newman privileged the humanities. The formation of the citizen was
to be the crown of all education.15
Educating ‘citizens’ at the Working Men’s College
Newman’s ideas were to be very inﬂuential on the educational project of the WMC.
35 The Principal, Maurice, a Broad-Church theologian who had previously taught at
King’s College, was keen to distance the experience of the college from the narrow
aims of the mechanics’ institutes, claiming that by including the discussion of
politics the founders would be giving the ‘the working men the strongest assurance
that they were English citizens and English men’.16 The language of ‘citizenship’
40 employed by university men in the mid-1850s was, however, still at an embryonic
phase: Christopher Harvie has shown that amongst liberal university men the idea of
suffrage extension was then subject to stringent safeguards. Even Oxford Union
13J.W. Hudson, The History of Adult Education (London: 1851); Mabel Tylecote, The
Mechanics’ Institutes of Lancashire and Yorkshire before 1851 (Manchester: Manchester Uni-
versity Press, 1965), 26. Shapin and Barry Barnes, ‘Science, Nature and Control’. Also: John
Laurent, ‘Science, Society and Politics in Late Nineteenth-Century England: A Further Look
at Mechanics’ Institute’, Social Studies of Science 14 (1984): 585–619.
14Tylecote, The Mechanics’ Institutes of Lancashire and Yorkshire, 26.
15Newman, The Idea of a University (Oxford: Oxford Clarendon Press, 1976, based on the
1889 ed.), XXIII–V.
16Working Men’s College Magazine (hereafter WMCM), n. ii, (Feb. 1859), Supplement: 32.
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young liberals, such as T.H. Green and John Nichol, asserted in 1856 that while it
was ‘the undoubted right of every Englishman to possess the suffrage’, the time had
5‘not yet arrived to carry this principle into effect without serious danger’.17
Unsurprisingly, the WMC’s ideal of promoting a liberal education for workers
would be closely connected with the moralising mission of the college. While advo-
cating the value of ‘mutual aid’ by working men, Christian Socialists believed in the
necessity of ‘incorporating’ the working men, by helping them ‘take a larger view
10of the interests of their own class, as inseparable from the interests of the nation’.18
Originally, the most radical Christian Socialist, Ludlow, inspired by the socialist
co-operatives of the 1848 revolution in Paris, had promoted working men’s associa-
tions, based on self-government.19 Yet, the experiment had soon failed due to the
‘squabbles and idlings and swindlings and incompetence of the workmen in the
15London Associations’, convincing Maurice that workers had to be educated before
they could be expected to co-operate.20 As Revd J. Llewelyn Davies clariﬁed, ‘all
notions of equality between man and man, or between man and woman, were …
alien to Maurice’s conceptions; order and relation, not sameness were in his view
the characteristics of the Divine creation’.21 Maurice’s sympathy for co-operators
20stemmed from the medieval ideal of a corporate, stratiﬁed, functional society with a
Christian base.22 As Ashton recently put it, ‘while Christian Socialists talked of
cooperation and brotherhood they thought patriarchally’.23 Indeed, Maurice disliked
the idea of democratic suffrage, believing workers could only vote ‘if they had been
educated into the means of making proper choices’.24 The Christian Socialists’ lack
25of direct engagement with the question of manhood suffrage was not unusual in the
mid-1850s.25 Beyond Chartist circles the debate on manhood suffrage had not prop-
erly unfolded and the question of the vote would only really take priority after the
establishment of the Northern Reform Union (1858) and the Reform League (1865).
Contacts between the WMC and the Reform League branches were in fact limited.26
30Rather, Christian Socialists preferred to employ the language of Christian fellow-
ship as a way to overcome class divisions. John Westlake, one of the college foun-
ders, regarded ‘human fellowship’ as the ‘base and complement of common political
citizenship’.27 The liberal education of the ‘man’, rather than the vocational training
of the ‘worker’, would be central to the college experience of ‘human fellowship’.
35In addressing the students at the ‘Introductory lecture’, Maurice announced:
17Debates of the Oxford Union, Oxford, 1895, quoted in Harvie, The Lights of Liberalism,
118.
18John Malcolm Ludlow and Lloyd Jones, ‘The Progress of the Working Classes in Ques-
tions for a Reformed Parliament’, 328, quoted in Harvey, The Lights of Liberalism, 149.
19N.C. Masterman, John Malcolm Ludlow, The Builder of Christian Socialism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1963), 165.
20Harrison, A History, 15.
21J. Llewelyn Davies, The Working Men’s College 1854–1904 (London: Macmillan, 1904), 9.
22Olive J. Brose, Frederick Denison Maurice: Rebellious Conformist (Columbus: Ohio
University Press, 1971), 201.
23Ashton, Victorian Bloomsbury, 252.
24F.D. Maurice, ‘The Suffrage, Considered in Reference to the Working Class, and the
Professional Class’, Macmillan’s Magazine II, no. 8 (June 1860): 97.
25Harvie, The Lights of Liberalism, 116–25.
26Harvie, The Lights of Liberalism, 147.
27J. Westlake, ‘Personal Notes by Two of the Founders’, in J. Llewelyn Davies, The Working
Men’s College, 23.
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I do not mean at all that we should pronounce such and such studies to be better for an
ironmonger, such and such for a shoemaker. If we tried to make one thing ﬁt into
another after that fashion, we might forget the great principle of all, without which our
College is worth nothing, that we are meeting you all as men, to give you the culture
5 which will enable you to work together as men.28
The idea of common humanity was tempered by the paternalistic message that the
founders would be the purveyors of ‘culture’ able to empower the workers. Yet
Maurice carefully nuanced his message by stating that in coming into contact with
workers, teachers would be humanising themselves as much as they were humanis-
10 ing them.29
The language employed by Maurice when illustrating his intentions for the
guidelines for the constitution and the syllabus of the college to his fellow founders
was, however, more revealing:
There should be a class in the Bible every Sunday and a ‘Humanity’ course. It should
15 consist, I think, on lessons on Politics, on Ethics, and on Language…. History and
Literature. The Third or Natural Divisions follows.
I justify the course that I have a proposed as furthering the ends of those who are
promoting Working Men’ Associations, because I think that what working men most
want is the feeling of an order in God’s government, in their relations to each other, in
20 the world around them, a righteous order and one into which they must enter, which
they cannot make for themselves. So far as we awaken them to the feeling of this order,
and cultivate it in them, so far are we resisting the selﬁsh and disorganizing tendencies
of their own minds and of the world around them; so far are we preparing them to feel
that there is a right which they may pursue, and a wrong which they may reject, in the
25 common business of life….
My reason for starting with such difﬁcult subjects as politics and ethics is, because all
our pupils are politicians and ethical theorists before they come to us. What we want
is, to put order into their crude thoughts, or rather to lead them gradually to perceive
(we ourselves learning as we teach) the order which is at the bottom of their
30 thoughts.30
The passage sheds light on what Maurice’s aims were when choosing to introduce
politics at the WMC. In the aftermath of the Chartist experience, he believed that
discussing politics with workers was imperative: it would tame ‘the selﬁsh and
disorganizing tendencies’ of the workers’ ‘minds and of the world around them’,
35 leading workers to recognise ‘a righteous order’. Indeed, crucially, ‘a righteous
order’ ‘which they’ could not ‘make for themselves’.
Maurice’s belief in hierarchy and order was also reﬂected in his plans for the
governance of the college: the students – 145 enrolled in the ﬁrst term – would not
be members of the Council.31 In fact, a number of more radical founders (Ludlow
40 and Frederick Furnivall) opposed such a plan, and, with time, small concessions
28WMCM (January 1859), 1:2–3.
29WMCM (February 1859), Supplement, 33.
30Frederick Furnivall, Early History of the Working Men’s College, London 1891, 3–6.
Emphasis added.
31Harrison, A History, 49.
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were made. By the end of the sixth year two students sat on the Council – one
fourteenth of the total. However, Maurice kept a close eye on potential inﬁltrations
of democratic tendencies: in 1855 he excluded two French Socialists, Tandier and
Jourdain, with ‘their mad and wicked doctrines’, from participating in the WMC.32
5On theological matters too, Maurice struggled to keep a united ﬂock. While he
recruited numerous early students from the independent Congregationalist sect of
Revd T.T. Lynch, Maurice resented the inﬂuence on some students of the Secularist
Sunday League, which campaigned for opening libraries, museums and galleries on
‘the Sabbath Day’.33 Furnivall, a Secularist College teacher, promoted the associa-
10tion. Other Positivists and agnostic teachers, such as Frederic Harrison, Godfrey and
Vernon Lushington, and T.H. Huxley, also joined the WMC.
Clearly, in order to be accepted within the Council, students had to prove that
they were models of middle-class ‘respectability’ – a requisite which was closely
interwoven with the language of citizenship. Fostering the ‘practical, common sense
15of England’ (described by Charles Kingsley in his didactic novel, Alton Locke),
which had triumphed during the Chartist demonstration, was the guiding principle
of the college and similar institutions of social control. As Price has shown in the
case of Henry Solly’s Working Men’s Club and Institute Union, these ‘improving’
institutions were often a measure of how middle-class reformers attempted to cast
20‘the working men in their own image’.34
The WMC offered its students plenty of opportunities for self-improvement by
accessing books, collections and, later, music. As the debate over the establishment
of free libraries raged throughout England, the opening of its library in the mid-
1850s was timely. Students willingly volunteered to run the place.35 The donated
25books necessarily reﬂected the teachers’ middle-class ‘taste’. The ﬁrst and most
generous donor was the art and social critic, John Ruskin, one of the founders, who
taught ﬁne art classes at the college in the belief that they ‘were a valuable means of
leading people to notice, and consequently to delight in, truth and beauty’.36
However, Ruskin did not offer classes in technical drawing, associated with voca-
30tional purposes: as Mahoney has pointed out, his and Rossetti’s classes served as a
‘practical criticism of and protest against the goal-oriented art instruction being
offered at the Government Schools of Art’.37 A.V. Dicey, principal of the college
between 1899 and 1912, was also an early donor, presenting the library with an
impressive collection – principally works by Greek and Latin authors. The variety
35of the subjects covered was impressive: from history, history of art, Greek and Latin
to geology, philosophy, theology, English and foreign literature, natural history and
arithmetic.
The Working Men’s College Magazine also provided a roadmap for students in
pursuit of knowledge. An article by one of the founders, R.B. Litchﬁeld, entitled
40‘What shall I read?’, provided some pointers: ‘The use of all learning and knowl-
edge is to help men to lead healthier, wiser and happier lives’. Recommended
authors included Carlyle, J.S. Mill, Tennyson, Ruskin. Indeed, Litchﬁeld added, ‘If
32Frederick Maurice, Life II, 334, quoted by E.R. Norman, The Victorian Christian Socialists
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 29.
33Harrison, A History, 54, 77.
34Price, ‘The Working Men’s Club Movement’, 117.
35Llewelyn Davies, The Working Men’s College, 108–9.
36WMCM (October 1859): 162.
37Mahoney, ‘Work, Lack and Longing’, 221.
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you want to make your reading pay … read the greatest men of the greatest ages’.38
It is likely that the endeavours of self-improving men to consume ‘high culture’
5 produced a compliant, ‘respectable’ aristocracy of labour. According to Jonathan
Rose, autodidacts’ indiscriminate reading, guided by serendipity and chance encoun-
ters rather than by prescribed instruction, brought a sense of liberation: literature
was for them ‘compatible with and necessary to political liberation’.39 In the
controlled environment of the WMC, however, selected readings, tailored to produce
10 respectable ‘English citizens’, may have stiﬂed the sense of ‘political liberation’
which literature was known to unleash.
Detecting unexpressed frustration amongst WMC students may however be quite
arduous. Educational history tends to be narrated by the teachers and educational
administrators more than by the students. As Peter Bailey has highlighted, identify-
15 ing the respectable student ‘as a complex and autonomous social actor’ rather than
‘passive recipient’ is particularly difﬁcult when students’ accounts are evinced either
from the memoirs of the founders, or from romanticised reminiscences of successful
students.40 Some trace of ‘resistance to middle-class tutelage’ is evident, however,
in the pages of the ‘Students’ Suggestions’ Book’.41 Remarks here often show a wil-
20 ful rejection of the code of respectability, civility and decorum: it is here that some
WMC students took the opportunity to express irreverence, transgression and a
sense of frustration with a perceived social control by assuming an irreverent or
‘cheeky’ tone.
The following examples illustrate this point. The opening page of the book, in
25 1854, clearly stated: ‘Suggestions must be authenticated by the signatures of their
writers and the date of entry’. Early recommendations included opening new classes,
purchasing appropriate books, or lobbying for a book-lending service. However, by
September 1859, some reservations on the appropriate use of the book were
beginning to be aired: some recommendations were clearly facetious, and the
30 authenticating signatures were equally unlikely. One student suggested ‘very
respectfully, indeed, that a new pen be used in the penholder I am using’. It was
signed: J. Tadpole. The following reaction followed: ‘You ought not to be allowed a
pen as you make an idiot of yourself’. The reprimand was initialized ‘JH’ – yet ‘JH’
was immediately seconded by someone using the pseudonym ‘Frog’ – clearly a
35 cheeky reference or an inside joke with the earlier ‘Tadpole’. The book was at risk
of becoming a useful object for the display of silliness and banter.
Indeed, the exchange between ‘Tadpole’ and ‘Frog’ was the beginning of a series
of comments which increasingly and wilfully ridiculed the attempts to maintain the
usage of the book within the accepted code of ‘respectability’. At a time when the
40 spread of the Volunteer Movement had led to the call for a College Riﬂe Corps, in
1859, the following entry appeared in the book: ‘Humbly and respectfully and with
due respect hoping fearing I suggest that there be prospectuses printed (as soon as
Convenient) for the Riﬂe Corps’. The hyperbolically respectful and courteous tone
belied the mockery of an otherwise legitimate suggestion. It was signed by Robert P.
45 Harvey and seconded by H.W.J. Bowler. That the affected reverence constituted a
38WMCM (September, 1860): 135.
39Rose, The Intellectual Life, 37.
40Peter Bailey, Popular Culture and Performance in the Victorian City (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 31.
41‘Suggestion Book’, Working Men’s College Papers, London Metropolitan Archives,
Corporation of London, LMA, 4535/E/04/01/001.
8 M.P. Sutcliffe
THED 844278 QA: AS
4 October 2013 Initial
challenge to the respectability of the book was noted by a member in charge of
policing the suggestions: ‘With reference to this and previous suggestion, allow me
to observe that boys should not be permitted to scribble nonsense and show their
profound contempt for me in the book.’
5More irreverent ‘nonsense’ would follow, triggering the reactions of others:
‘Who is that plays with this book in this manner?’ asked one member. Another
suggested ‘at once and for ever’ that R.P. Harvey, clearly the main culprit, ‘be
prohibited from committing his nonsense to the pages of this book under
penalty of having the said pages committed to the ﬂames’. Restraining Harvey,
10who had clearly taken a fancy to defacing the respectable appropriateness of the
book, would prove arduous. Responding to a member’s request for fencing
classes, Harvey impudently commented: ‘Bosh’. The book became a contested
space for fashioning the working man’s appropriate conduct and respectability
or, conversely, questioning, challenging and mocking his code of etiquette.
15Intended as an interface for expressing ‘respectfully’ appropriate requests, for
some – possibly atypical mavericks – the book became a space for expressing
clear frustration with the moral code of conduct which the WMC students were
expected to abide by.
Science for workers
20In Maurice’s taxonomy of disciplines for the liberal education of ‘citizens’ the
sciences had been assigned an ancillary role. Like literature, however, science would
be studied at the college for its intrinsic good, regardless of trade utility. The
College Museum, founded in 1856 thanks to the contribution of students and
teachers, assembled fossils, minerals, shells and antiquities. In the spirit of what
25D.A. Finnegan has described as the civic culture which permeated Natural History
Societies of ‘professional amateurs’, objects and papers on scientiﬁc topics were
presented.42 Country walks complemented the Natural History classes. The College
Museum was evidence that science, though only marginally important in the early
years of the WMC, was cultivated as part of a liberal education.
30In 1859 Darwin’s On the Origin of Species both brought to the fore the centrality
of sciences in education and disrupted the relative communality of perspective with
regard to knowledge and truth. Educationists favouring the introduction of the
sciences argued for the added moral dimension of the sciences.43 Frederick Farrar,
author of Essays on a Liberal Education, recommended in 1867 that science should
35be inserted in the existing classical curriculum as it was an instrument of moral
character.44
Whilst Farrar made inroads within the classicist traditional circle of educators
operating in public schools and the ‘old universities’ by championing the moral
argument for the sciences, other educationists such as Robert Lowe, MP and
40Vice-President of the Committee of Council of Education, resisted state expenditure
42D.A. Finnegan, Natural History Societies and Civic Culture in Victorian Scotland (London:
Pickering & Chatto, 2009).
43James F. Donnelly, ‘The “Humanist” Critique of the Place of Science in the Curriculum in
the Nineteenth Century, and its Continuing Legacy’, History of Education 31, no. 6 (2002):
535–55. N.W. Safﬁn, Science, Religion and Education in Britain1804–1904 (Kilmore:
Lowden, 1973).
44White, ‘Ministers of Culture’, 123.
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on classical education and championed the extension of practically oriented science
instruction.45 His arguments were part of the ‘technology and education’ campaign
which had ﬁrst emerged following the 1851 Exhibition in London. The
German-born Prince Albert, the Prince Consort, greatly supported developments in
5 science and industry as a way of enhancing the manufacturing wealth of the
nation:46 the founding of the Department of Science and Art, in 1853, within the
Board of Trade, which aimed to boost technical education at all levels, was part of
his legacy.47 The ‘technology and education’ movement gathered momentum with
the 1867 Paris Exhibition, amidst fears that France and Germany were successfully
10 establishing technical institutes on the Continent.48 Increasingly, government repre-
sentatives peddled the argument of the greater practical usefulness of the sciences,
combined with the ﬁnancial attractions for workers to gain vocational skills.
The inﬂuence of this trend on national educational policy became evident in the
early 1860s, when Litchﬁeld, then editor of the WMC Magazine, felt obliged to
15 uphold the value of a liberal education by referring to the ‘differentia of the
College’:
It is still unfortunately true that the main reason for a College existing at all, is that it
may be a living protest against the popular doctrines current about education…. Lest
we should get weary of saying that the end of all human existence is not to make so
20 many shillings a week, we have just had one of the greatest of living orators in effect
declaring that it is. Mr Bright, at a late meeting of a popular institute, could ﬁnd no
better plea for recommending lads to learn arithmetic and not to learn grammar, than
that the former would perhaps add ﬁve shillings a week to their wages, and the latter
would not.49
25 Litchﬁeld was adamant: either a Working Men’s College was a ‘hopeless absurdity’
or all Working Men’s Colleges should become ‘Colleges militant’.50
Indeed, a sense of militancy against the utilitarian call for the sciences was
widespread in these years, drawing together advocates of a liberal education from
both the classicist and scientiﬁc tradition. Paul White and Bernard Lightman have
30 argued that Matthew Arnold and Thomas Huxley, often referred to as the harbingers
of the ‘two cultures’ debate, were in fact ‘working allies’, promoting a sense of
national culture which crossed the disciplinary divide and juxtaposed the humanities
and the sciences as part of a liberal education.51 Donnelly has similarly claimed that
the argument between Huxley and Arnold, famously displayed in their speeches on
45White, ‘Ministers of Culture’, 120.
46Germany of course had a well-established tradition in scientiﬁc research and its
technological advancements would play an important role when ‘catching up’ with Britain’s
leadership in industrialisation.
47Richard G. Williams, ‘Technical and Scientiﬁc Education in London’, in London Higher:
The Establishment of Higher Education in London, ed. Roderick Floud and Sean Glynn
(London: Athlone Press, 1998), 247–63.
48Bernard Cronin, Technology, Industrial Conﬂict and the Development of Technical
Education in 19th Century England (Ashgate: Aldershot, 2001), 166.
49WMCM (January, 1861), 25: iii.
50Henrietta Litchﬁeld, Richard Buckley Litchﬁeld: A Memoir Written for his Friends by his
Wife (Cambridge: 1910), 85.
51Bernard Lightman, ‘Science and Culture’, in Victorian Culture, ed. F. O’Gorman (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 12–42. White, ‘Ministers of Culture’, 116–18.
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5‘the type of education necessary to foster true culture’ at the Royal Academy in the
1880s, was not about dichotomisation of disciplines but about hierarchy.52
Huxley’s dedication to popularising the sciences is well known. Starting in 1855,
the lectures he gave to working men on scientiﬁc subjects at the Government School
of Mines and Sciences were extremely popular. From 1857, Huxley also taught at the
10WMC.53 In 1868 he became principal of the South London Working Men’s College
in Blackfriars Road, just established by William Rossiter, an ex-student of the WMC,
and one of the ﬁrst two members of its Council.54 The South London Working Men’s
College, like the WMC, promoted the liberal education of workers, but it differed in
its hierarchy of disciplines, putting the sciences above the humanities. In the inaugu-
15ral address, ‘A Liberal Education and where to ﬁnd it’, Huxley warned his audience
to learn science ﬁrst.55 His aim was that the South London Working Men’s College
would provide workers with a foundation in science, to which ‘more “culture” could
be added’.56 Huxley believed that industries could take charge of technical education
while the state should provide an elementary scientiﬁc education.
20Huxley was well connected and a member of the X-Club, deﬁned by Mark
Patton as ‘a sort of Masonic Darwinian Lodge’.57 The activities of the nine X-Club
members between 1864 and 1892 initially focused on warding off the attacks on
science by theologians and critiquing the natural theology of old-style gentlemen of
science, yet their focus soon moved towards upholding the intellectual autonomy of
25science. Amongst the members was Sir John Lubbock (later Lord Avebury), who, in
1883, became WMC principal, a role which he held until 1899.58 His appointment
as ‘amateur scientist’ was a tacit acknowledgement that science was now viewed by
the college as an essential component of a liberal education: the two previous
principals had been Maurice, a theologian, and Thomas Hughes, a writer. Welcom-
30ing Lubbock, who sat on the Council of Huxley’s South London Working Men’s
College, the WMC operated a marked shift in its educational policy, paying tribute
to the role that science could play in the context of a liberal education.
Lubbock, a populariser of Darwinian theories, was ‘most anxious’ to strengthen
the scientiﬁc side of the college.59 Numerous entries recorded in the WMC Journal
35in the 1890s refer to Darwin’s theory of evolution. Special Science Lectures were
also frequent.60 Lubbock wished to establish laboratories and buy new instruments,
52Donnelly, ‘The Humanist Critique’, 549. David A. Roos, ‘Mathew Arnold and Thomas
Henry Huxley: Two Speeches at the Royal Academy 1881 and 1883’, Modern Philology 74,
no. 3 (February 1977): 316–24.
53Richard J. Jarrell, ‘T.H. Huxley: Visionary or Bureaucrat? T.H. Huxley, the Science and Art
Department and Science Teaching for the Working Class’, Annals of Science 55, no. 3
(1998): 223.
54Harrison, A History, 55.
55Jarrell, ‘T.H. Huxley: Visionary or Bureaucrat?’, 228.
56Jarrell, ‘T.H. Huxley: Visionary or Bureaucrat?’, 234.
57Mark Patton, Science, Politics and Business in the Work of Sir John Lubbock: A Man of
Universal Mind (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).
58On Lubbock’s role as academic scientist and gentleman see Sophie Forgan, ‘Science, Tech-
nology and Urban Change in London’, 75–132 (p. 79) in Miriam R. Levin, Sophie Forgan,
Martina Hessler, Robert H. Kargon and Morris Low, eds., Urban Modernity: Cultural Inno-
vation in the Second Industrial Revolution (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 2010).
59Avebury, ‘A Former Principal’s Impressions’, in The Working Men’s College, ed. Llewelyn
Davies, 185.
60Working Men’s College Journal (hereafter WMCJ ), 5, no. 75 (February 1898): 27; WMCJ
5, no. 76 (March 1898): 44; WMCJ 5, no. 77 (April–May, 1898): 60.
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and he worried that funds from the London County Council (established, following
the Local Government Act, in 1888) were mainly being channelled towards the
newly established polytechnics, offering technical and vocational courses. Thanks to
5 the support of the LCC’s large Progressive majority, the Council was increasingly
taking on responsibility for technical education: within this, Sidney Webb
encouraged ‘training’ rather than ‘educating’ citizens.61 From 1899 the emphasis of
government authorities on the technical approach was ofﬁcially recognised: the
establishment of the Board of Education, and the following Education Acts (1902
10 and 1903) ensured that funds were made available by local authorities as part of
higher education provision for the purpose of technical education.62
The provision of a scientiﬁc education for workers at the WMC was, however,
contrary to these aims. Lionel Jacobs, who joined the WMC in the 1880s, and
became vice-principal 20 years later, deﬁned the WMC’s approach to science as the
15 ‘byways of education’, as opposed to the ‘highways of education’ of the technical
studies. Far from insisting on laboratory-conﬁned experiments, Jacobs saw natural
history as a ‘recreative study’, associated with country walks.63 The success of the
suggested approach was evident in the popularity of a walking club – established in
1893 and appropriately named the Lubbock Field Club – which aimed ‘to collect
20 and to record facts and observe phenomena appertaining to the various departments
of natural sciences’, ‘to make periodical excursions for those purposes’, to hold
meetings, discuss ‘papers, articles and questions bearing upon natural sciences, for
microscopic observations and the exhibition of specimens’. The club was particu-
larly conducive to the ‘spirit of comradeship’.64
25 That Lubbock’s name should be connected with a ‘liberal’ pursuit such as coun-
try walks was most appropriate, as he was a typically eclectic natural scientist.
When, in 1885, Lubbock gave his annual address at the WMC, in presenting his
choice of ‘the best hundred books’ he demonstrated his eclectic taste by recom-
mending, along with two of Darwin’s books, classical, English and European litera-
30 ture. Published in 1886, Lubbock’s ‘list’ was, according to Jonathan Rose, popular
and inﬂuential amongst working-class readers.65 His book, The Pleasures of Life, no
doubt patronising in tone, reafﬁrmed Lubbock’s desire to advise the working classes
on how to obtain happiness through education and a stoic attitude to life.66 Lubbock
resented the increasing technical connotations associated with the term ‘scientist’,
35 and in an article written in 1895 he joined Huxley in deploring it – indeed wishing
that it could be substituted: ‘Why not retain the old term “philosopher?”’67
As a man equally interested in entomology and prehistoric archaeology, Lubbock
belonged to a generation that increasingly appeared anachronistic to the new
university-trained specialists. As Harold Perkin has shown, the professionalisation of
40 science became most evident in the late Victorian period with the founding of the
61Brenda Weeden, ‘The London County Council and Higher Education’, in London Higher,
ed. Floud and Glynn, 151–77.
62Cronin, Technology, 220.
63WMCJ 9, no. 152 (August–September 1905): 141–3.
64Working Men’s College Archive, London Metropolitan Archives, Corporation of London,
/4535/E/02/06/001.
65Rose, The Intellectual Life, 128–9.
66Patton, Science, Politics and Business, 175.
67Science Gossip 1, New Series, no. 11 (January 1895): 242, quoted in Patton, Science,
Politics and Business, 225.
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Physical Society (1876) and the Institute of Chemistry (1877), as well as the
establishment of laboratories in Oxford and Cambridge.68 Separated from the new
scientists by age and by ideals, Lubbock, the ‘philosopher’, by the end of the cen-
tury possibly felt closer to old ‘men of letters’. Ruskinian ideals of the value of art
5per se were closer to Lubbock’s concept of science, as part of a liberal education,
than the emerging ‘professional ideal’, described by Perkin, where ‘merit’ was
deﬁned by ‘trained and certiﬁed expertise’.69
Indeed, ‘men of letters’ and ‘men of science’, who had championed the principle
of the ‘civilising’ inﬂuence of a liberal education for the working man, were ready
10to put their disciplinary differences to one side.70 Working men’s chances of access-
ing a liberal education were looking increasingly thin as government funds were
being funnelled towards swelling the ranks of vocational learners. Whilst men like
Farrar, who intended to inﬂuence the educators of public schools, could still cham-
pion the moral argument for the sciences in the context of the liberal education of
15gentlemen, government intervention in the context of workers’ education, crucially
resisting state expenditure on workers’ liberal education, would only support
practically oriented science instruction.71 Skills for workers, rather than the educa-
tion of the ‘citizen’, attracted government funding: the arguments put forward by the
‘technology and education’ campaign, which had continental competition in mind,
20were indeed similar to those advanced decades earlier by early Victorian industrial-
ists who had promoted the establishment of mechanics’ institutes.
Workers and the humanities
It was not only university-trained specialists but also some traditional champions of
the humanities who had difﬁculties in sharing Lubbock’s view that science had a
25place in the liberal education of workers. As WMC student numbers, which in 1898
had reached 700, suffered a serious decline, C.P. Lucas, vice-principal, pointedly
remarked:72
There have been three Principals of this College, Mr Maurice, Mr Hughes and Sir John
Lubbock. I remember when Mr Hughes was giving an address on leaving us, he
30commended the humanities to us. By them I understood him to mean the Classics. I
am interested to ﬁnd that his successor Sir John Lubbock includes science as one of
the Humanities.73
Lucas’s sharp comment was possibly inﬂuenced by the diminishing student
numbers. Yet, in these years the popularity of science was not in question.74 The
35problem was that, as the century drew to an end, the challenges that modernity
brought to the value of a liberal education for workers were dual: scientiﬁc
naturalists felt the pressures of the growing prestige of technology in society while
‘humanists’ were wary of the emerging ‘mass’ culture. Frederic Harrison, who had
taught at the WMC since 1857, when asked in 1895 to deliver a lecture at the
68Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society, 86.
69Ibid., 4.
70Llewelyn Davies, The Working Men’s College, 9.
71White, ‘Ministers of Culture’, 120.
72Harrison, A History, 127. Avebury, ‘A Former Principal’s Impressions’, 184.
73WMCJ 5, no. 75 (February 1898): 32.
74Laurent, ‘Science, Society and Politics’, 592, 601.
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5 recently founded Bishopsgate Institute, chose to talk about ‘books worth knowing’,
arguing:
I do believe that nearly half of our actual reading to-day is either positively injurious,
or at least utterly useless. The good books to read are so many, the mountains of rub-
bish so vast, and the fatty degeneration of brain caused by idle reading is so common
10 – that some care, some selection of our books, is a moral duty that we owe to our-
selves, our homes and the societies in which we live.75
The topic was in line with a Victorian tradition, well established at the WMC: Litch-
ﬁeld and Lubbock, before Harrison, had also recommended books drawn from the
‘classics’ to working-class readers. In the late 1890s the liberal intelligentsia
15 remained keen to link their ‘choice of books’ to ‘moral duty’, and private behaviour
to public morality. As Peter Mandler and Susan Pedersen have shown, post-
Victorians were still aiming to ‘reconcile democracy with those cultural and aes-
thetic values that they usually described with the laden term, “civilization”‘.76 Their
efforts would continue in spite of the challenges arising with the onset of modernity.
20 In 1899, the election of a new principal at the WMC, A.V. Dicey, gave the
college the opportunity to address with renewed vigour such challenges, including
the increasing value ascribed by society to professionalisation, vocational studies,
technology and ‘useful’ science. Turning to the humanities, in 1900 Dicey chose for
his address the topic of ‘History’, suggesting that it should not be used ‘to add
25 bitterness to the controversies of the time in which we live’, but to teach a better
understanding of the present and feel ‘sympathy for all … parties’.77
Dicey’s following addresses focused on ‘How to write clearly’ and ‘Novel read-
ing’.78 While some might say that novels were harmful narcotics, he argued in
1903, the great quality of a novel was that it could carry us out of ourselves and
30 enable us to grasp the state of things and life in a given period.79 Like Harrison,
Dicey was keen to indicate that the quality of the novel itself was paramount. Their
admonitions were a reﬂection of the increase in ‘trash’ literature which was alarming
educators, once conﬁdent that the reﬁnement of ‘taste’ was all that the ‘respectable’
Victorian working man would aspire to.80
35 The WMC devoted much of the early 1900s towards restoring the value of the
humanities. In 1902 George Tansley, an ex-student of the WMC who had graduated
to the Council of Teachers, wrote to Litchﬁeld:
You will be pleased, I think, with the programme … because you will note a good num-
ber of university teachers, and much larger proportion than usual of the ‘Humanities’
40 classes. When I was appointed ‘Dean of studies’ my instructions were to encourage and
foster those classes as much as possible, and I have endeavoured to do so….81
75Clarion, January 4, 1896.
76Peter Mandler and Susan Pedersen, After the Victorians: Private Conscience and Public
Duty in Modern Britain. Essays in Memory of John Clive (London and New York:
Routledge, 1994), 2.
77WMCJ 6, no. 94 (March 1900): 198.
78WMCJ 6, no. 100 (November 1900): 289.
79WMCJ 8, no. 132 (November 1903): 201.
80Dennis Denisoff, ‘Popular Culture’, in Victorian Culture, ed. F. O’ Gorman, 147–53. On
this anxiety see John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses (London: Faber 1992).
81Litchﬁeld, Richard Buckley Litchﬁeld, 259.
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Tansley was responding to the new principal’s vision. Following Lubbock’s 15-year
experiment in providing workers with a liberal education through science, in 1904
Dicey afﬁrmed in unequivocal terms: ‘The teaching of the Humanities should
5always be the main object of the Working Men’s College’.82 This powerful state-
ment was part of a more widespread desire to reinstate the humanities at the centre
of working-class adult education: during the same year the London University
Extension Board agreed that the ﬁrst three-year course for working-class students
should be in the humanities.83
10The commitment to provide workers with a liberal education through the human-
ities became the college’s trademark in the years leading up to the First World War.
It was reafﬁrmed in 1912 when a Historical Society was formed at the college,
whose president was the young teacher, G.M. Trevelyan, recently arrived from
Cambridge.84 As his daughter, Mary Moorman wrote, his impulse to teach at the
15WMC derived from ‘his ideals of service to “the people”‘ and his desire ‘to unite
the writing and teaching of history with “democracy”‘: he stood out amongst the
new generation of WMC teachers for his commitment, a clear manifestation of
Trevelyan’s early engagement as public historian.85
Other disciplines within the arts were equally nurtured. The relationship between
20‘Art and Education’ came under renewed scrutiny in 1909, when Prof. E.R. Morgan
from New College, Oxford, argued in a lecture that classical music was especially
suited for training men’s imaginative faculties: despite Ruskin’s and William
Morris’s attempts to introduce art to the masses, these had failed to leave a
permanent impression.86
25In response to Prof. Morgan’s suggestions, the WMC organised a Musical
Society chamber concert, where Oxford musicians played ‘absolutely highest class
music’. Many similar concerts by the Oxford Musical Society Chamber followed. In
1911 the audience consisted of 250 people, ‘the programme adhering strictly to the
lines originally laid down’, to preserve the classical character. By then ‘serious
30music’, played with ‘clear vigour’, had become regular college entertainment: the
‘standard repertory’ offered responded to the turn-of-the-century anxiety of segrega-
tion from ‘popular music’. Classical musical appreciation, known to be one of the
most highly regarded ‘civilising’ vehicles, still played an important role in the eyes
of Edwardian WMC educators.87
35The Oxford musicians were volunteers. The voluntary nature of their work,
according to an enthusiastic member of the audience, was inextricably linked with
their passion for delivering a top-class concert. As Ruskin had once afﬁrmed, ‘The
best of work was never done for money’.88 That a liberal education ought to be
imparted by volunteers was something that Maurice and Ruskin had both preached.
40Exceptions had occasionally been made, yet, on marking the College Jubilee, Dicey
82Llewelyn Davies, The Working Men’s College, 253.
83R.A. Lowe, ‘Some Forerunners of R.H. Tawney’s Longton Tutorial Classes’, History of
Education 1, no. 1 (January 1972): 43–57.
84WMCJ 12, no. 225 (May, 1912): 355.
85Mary Moorman, George Macauley Trevelyan (London: Hamilton, 1980), 70.
86WMCJ 11, no. 199 (December 1909): 209–11.
87WMCJ 11, no. 200 (January 1910): 230–1; 11, no. 204 (May 1910): 320–1; 12, no. 211
(February 1911): 53. See Ruth A. Solie, ‘Music’, in Victorian Culture, ed. F. O’Gorman,
101–34, 109.
88WMCJ 13 (1913–1914): 338.
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underlined: ‘The teaching, even when carried on by paid teachers, has been a labour
of love; but it has been mainly discharged, as the founders hoped would be the case,
by volunteers’.89 The statement suggested that delivering education free of charge
was a deﬁning aspect of practising not only cross-class fellowship, but ‘active citi-
5 zenship’, which T.H. Green had deﬁned and preached in Oxford since the 1880s.
Many of his students had consequently volunteered to teach in educational institu-
tions, often based in the East End of London.
The WMC and the humanities: challenges and opportunities of the post-
Victorian age
10 When the WMC celebrated its Jubilee in 1904, the landscape of adult education
institutions in the capital appeared greatly transformed. Opening in 1854 the college
had led the way, but by the early twentieth century numerous competing organisa-
tions (voluntary and state-run) had sprung up. As Trevelyan pointed out in 1904,
graduates who wanted to engage in society had ‘a large ﬁeld’ to choose from,
15 including over 20 university settlements in East and South London.90 As Ockwell
and Pollins have argued, settlements were a direct consequence of the university
reform movement, which endorsed the universities’ active role in addressing urban
problems.91 In many ways, Christian Socialists had expressed this need early; in the
ﬁrst number of the Christian Socialist Ludlow had argued: ‘We shall all probably
20 agree that our Universities must be universal in fact as well as in name; must cease
to be monopolised for the beneﬁt of one or two privileged classes’.92 Similar views
had become common ground in Oxford by the 1880s. University settlements would
grow in number, reaching their peak shortly before war broke out in 1914.93 The
attraction of settlements in East London was potentially magniﬁed by the fashion-
25 able status that ‘slumming’ had acquired.94 The WMC, however, when moving from
its Great Ormond Street premises in 1905, was relocated in Crowndale Road, North
London. In the meantime, new non-residential educational organisations, qualiﬁed
by the spirit of ‘fellowship’, had also spread.95 Deﬁning the unique role that the
WMC could play in the metropolis would be crucial to ensuring its long-term
30 survival.
Toynbee Hall, the ﬁrst residential university settlement established in 1884 by
Samuel and Henrietta Barnett, while broadly committed to social reform in East
London, had been set up by its founders to provide workers with a liberal education
which included the arts, the humanities and the social sciences. In R.A. Evans’s
35 view, in the early days Toynbee Hall was guided by ‘faith in Arnoldian fellowship’,
the belief that sharing in the highest forms of literary culture would enable
89WMCJ 8, no. 140 (1904): 356.
90G.M. Trevelyan, ‘The Older Universities’, in The Working Men’s College, ed. Llewelyn
Davies, 191.
91A. Ockwell and H. Pollins, ‘Extension in All its Forms’, in M.G. Brock and M.G.
Curthoys, The History of the University of Oxford, II (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 670.
92Quoted in Llewelyn Davies, The Working Men’s College, 18.
93N. Scotland, Squires in the Slum: Settlements and Mission Settlements in Late Victorian
Britain (London: IB Tauris, 2007), XII.
94Koven Seth, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2005).
95Mark Freeman, ‘No Finer School than a Settlement’: The Development of the Educational
Settlement Movement’, History of Education 31, no. 3 (2002): 245–62.
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individuals to cross the class divide.96 By the early twentieth century the settlement
had become the venue for university extension and tutorial courses as well as classes
run by the Workers’ Educational Association, established in 1903. However, accord-
5ing to W. Picht, a German social reformer who visited in 1912, it had also lost sight
of its original goals.97 Although later historians, like Standish Meacham, have
tempered this verdict, Toynbee Hall seemed to have become less ambitious: it was a
magnet for middle-class rather than working-class learners, the convenience of the
relatively inexpensive quarters threatened the genuine commitment of some teachers,
10and candid ones, like R.H. Tawney, who taught politics and economics in 1905, left
for more challenging environments.98 Samuel Barnett, whose ideological commit-
ment remained unaltered to the end, died in 1913.
As the Barnetts’ original lofty ideas were replaced by the unambitious aim of
providing adults with basic education, Toynbee Hall lost members. The role that
15Henrietta Barnett, recently widowed, played at this very sensitive juncture cannot be
underestimated: her correspondence with a rather reticent Chair, Lord Milner, shows
how the grief of her recent widowhood ﬁred, rather than quashed, her determination
to return Toynbee Hall to its original mission. Seth Koven, in his study of Henrietta
Barnett, highlighted her frequent ‘removal from history’ in the accounts of the
20Toynbee Hall venture.99 It is all the more signiﬁcant therefore to note that when
Henrietta Barnett wrote to Lord Milner that she was ‘amazed and saddened by the
mismanagement of Toynbee Hall’, she was airing a desire for change which would
soon be vociferously expressed.100 A Memorandum written around the same time
lamented that Toynbee Hall was ‘not ﬂourishing’. Many residents had left and voca-
25tional classes were stiﬂing the spirit of ‘active citizenship’, rather than acting as feed-
ers for the non-vocational classes. Revealingly, the signatories of the Memorandum,
A.M. Carr Saunders, Wilfrid Langdon and T.S. Lukis, declared: ‘Our ideal may be
described as the hope that Toynbee Hall may one day become for East London what
the Working Men’s College is for North London’. While the Memorandum expressed
30the desire to collaborate with the Workers’ Educational Association, it also stated that
it was important to maintain ‘the freedom and independence, and in consequence, the
individuality, of Toynbee Hall’. The signatories pointed to the example of the WMC,
which was deemed to have ‘united the most hearty co-operation with the Workers
Educational Association together with the maintenance of its own independence’.101
35In fact, the relationship between the WMC and the WEA was not quite so easy.
C.P. Lucas, who had succeeded Dicey as WMC principal in 1912, was displeased
with the way the WEA, founded by Albert Mansbridge, had appropriated the
96R.A. Evans, ‘The University and the City: the Educational Work of Toynbee Hall (1884–
1914)’, History of Education 11, no. 2 (1982): 113–25.
97W. Picht, Toynbee and the English Settlement Movement, trans. L.A. Cowell (London: Bell,
1914).
98Standish Meacham, Toynbee Hall and Social Reform 1880–1914: The Search for
Community (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1987), 119–23; 160. On Taw-
ney see Lawrence Goldman, The Life of R.H. Tawney: History and Socialism (London:
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013)
99Seth Koven, ‘Henriettta Barnett 1851–36: The Autobiography of a late Victorian Marriage’,
in Mandler and Pederson, After the Victorians, 47.
100Lady Barnett to Lord Milner, September 20 1913, Toynbee Papers, London Metropolitan
Archives, Corporation of London, LMA, A/TOY/6/1–49/4.
101‘Memorandum’ (n.d. 1913?), London Metropolitan Archives, Corporation of London,
LMA, A/TOY/6/1-49/6.
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WMC’s model of ‘citizen learning’. At a college supper speech in 1913, Lucas
declared: ‘I claim for our founders and those who came after that they made the
5 phrase a “Republic of Letters” a living term’. It would appear that what Stuart
Marriott described as ‘Mansbridge’s ability to exploit other people’s ideas’ had
created some resentment within the WMC.102 As Mansbridge was one of the
evening’s guests, Lucas’s pointed remarks are unlikely to have gone unnoticed.
Indeed, A.S. Lupton, the vice-principal, following the principal’s speech, made a
10 point of heartily welcoming Mansbridge, remarking that the WEA were doing ‘very
much the same work as ourselves in a different way, though both ways very
good’.103 Imitation may well be the sincerest form of ﬂattery, but at times of ﬁerce
competition it may not have been appreciated.
Toynbee Hall, too, following a period of lack of direction, decided to follow the
15 lead of the WMC. A pamphlet printed in 1915 indicated that commercial and techni-
cal subject courses had been handed over to public authorities, and Toynbee Hall
would concentrate on literary, artistic and civic subjects. Classes included European
history, European literature, philosophy, economics, painting, music, nature study,
home nursing and ambulance, and, signiﬁcantly, citizenship. The pamphlet now
20 claimed Toynbee Hall to be ‘a miniature University of the “Humanities”‘, where
over 600 students came to study, ‘not that they may pass examinations but that they
may ﬁnd greater interest in their work and in their lives, and may train themselves
to be better citizens’.104 Despite the inevitable difﬁculties that the onset of the First
World War brought to all educational institutions, the bold decision to abandon the
25 vocational courses and reintroduce the studies of the humanities with the citizens’
welfare in mind had paid off. Indeed, the same could be said of the WMC, where in
1914, prior to the war, the college counted 1400 students, the largest membership
since the opening of its doors.105 As the numbers showed, on the eve of the conﬂict
the connection between the humanities and citizenship, which had been advocated
30 for the last 60 years by many volunteer teachers, was understood and embraced by
scores of adult learners. The primacy ascribed to the humanities in the education of
workers would not go unchallenged, of course, as in the middle of the First World
War the military misfortunes of war would provide the backdrop for a new cam-
paign. On 2 February 1916 a manifesto signed by 36 eminent scientists – ‘Neglect
35 of science: A cause of failures in war’ – would set the tone for the ensuing media
debate.106
Conclusions
To summarise, by analysing the changing understandings of the meaning of a
‘liberal education’ in the Victorian and post-Victorian period and by focusing, in
40 particular, on the pioneering educational experiment of the WMC, this study has
argued that the debate surrounding the best form of education for the working man,
102Stuart Marriott, ‘Oxford and Working-Class Adult Education: A Myth Re-examined’,
History of Education 12, no. 4 (1983): 285–99.
103WMCJ 13, no. 234 (March 1913): 64.
104‘Toynbee Hall’, pamphlet, February 1, 1915, London Metropolitan Archives, Corporation
of London, LMA, A/TOY/6/1-49/13.
105WMCJ 13, no. 252 (December 1914): 429–30. Harrison, A History, 155.
106Anna K. Mayer, ‘Reluctant Technocrats: Science Promotion in the Neglect-of-Science
Debate of 1916–1918’, History of Science xliii (2005): 139–57.
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which unfolded between the WMC teachers and the advocates of professional
specialisation, was central to the subsequent polarisation of the division between the
‘sciences’ and the ‘humanities’. Recognising the important role played by various
5protagonists of the adult education movement is important: indeed, this may provide
valuable insights to scholars engaged in historicising the ‘two cultures’ debate,
whose investigations have until now focused exclusively on the discussions which
took place within the cultural institutions of the intellectual establishment.
Signiﬁcantly, when tracing the history of the ‘two cultures’ debate’, scholars have
10identiﬁed its ‘landmarks’ within such establishments: the Huxley–Arnold lectures at
the Royal Academy; the Rede Lectures, both at Cambridge (1882, 1959); and the
Cambridge Union debate, in 1928, also in an ‘old university’.107 The experiences of
a number of adult educational institutions, which have been described here, point,
conversely, towards the need to integrate an elitist historical narrative of the ‘two
15cultures’ controversy with the discussions on the educational value of the sciences
and the humanities for the beneﬁt of the working man, which unfolded within the
WMC, Toynbee Hall and the WEA.
By highlighting the shared, militant educational policies adopted by different
London workers’ educational institutions at the beginning of the twentieth century,
20this article has contended that pre-war Edwardian educationists’ wilful championing
of the humanities, in deﬁance of the LCC’s technical/scientiﬁc funding priorities,
anticipated the emergence of the ‘two cultures’ controversy. The vocational, techni-
cal/scientiﬁc courses which were attracting funds, offering modern facilities and
claiming to be particularly ‘useful’ to workers, had the potential to undermine the
25work and the ethic of the institutions that have been described, threatening their
mission, role in society and even existence. Yet, in the midst of growing disciplinary
tensions, self-improving, post-Victorian workers, whose appetite for a liberal educa-
tion had only recently been whetted, and who had been taught to be discerning in
their tastes, avoiding ‘trash’ literature, swelled the classes offered by the WMC, the
30WEA and Toynbee Hall on the eve of the First Word War. By this time it was
accepted that Huxley had lost his battle for the value of science within a ‘liberal
education’; instead, as this article has shown, adult learners and their militant teach-
ers embraced once again the humanities, in line with the Arnoldian tradition, but
with new fears and a desire for retrenchment which distanced them from the world
35of Matthew Arnold.
Notes on contributor
107Roos, ‘Mathew Arnold and Thomas Henry Huxley’; Guy Ortolano, The Two Cultures
Controversy: Science, Literature and Cultural Politics in Post War Britain (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 5. An exception to this historiographical trend is Stefan
Collini’s reference to Huxley’s lecture, held at Mason College (1880), in industrial Birming-
ham. See S. Collini, ‘Introduction’, in C.P. Snow, The Two Cultures (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009), xiv.
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